By Iram Sheikh 
Coursework 


Discuss In detail how “Sisyphus’” Character is presented in the poem “Mrs Sisyphus”. Considering 
how this poem reflects the styles and concerns of the “Worlds Wife Collection”. 

In the poem “Mrs Sisyphus”, Duffy uses the Greek mythology of “Sisyphus” in order to 
comment on marital complications, difficulties women face and to convey the status of 
women in the relationship. The revisionism of Sisyphus by Duffy, in the process of 
conveying the female perspective of their husband’s ignorance towards them, draws 
attention to the portrayal of Sisyphus’s struggles and actions for his work, as unintelligent 
and paradoxical. 

The original Greek mythology of “Sisyphus” does not mention the thoughts and feelings of 
Mrs Sisyphus as she was considered as a subordinate character. However in “The Worlds 
Wife” collection, Duffy took stories and myths which revolve around men and turned them 
into poems written from the perspective of such subordinate female characters in order to 
inform the public about how women were obscured behind the men. An example of another 
poem in “The Worlds Wife” that correlates with this ideology is “Mrs Herod”. This poem by 
duffy is also written from a female perspective and derived from the biblical story of the 
“Magi” who visits King Herod. Queen Herod commands to slaughter all born males with the 
intention to protect her daughter from the attention of the “suitors” which the three women 
who visited her and forewarned her about. 

Both poems convey a feminist side of Duffy which is seen through her motive to foreground 
the female character and using the female voice to taunt and belittle the male factors in the 
poems in regards to their imperfections and faulty nature. 

Likewise, in “Mrs Sisyphus” the wife is taunting her husband for his shortcomings. She 
begins by calling Sisyphus “the jerk”. It is noticeable that she doesn't refer to her husband by 
name, but just as “him”, conveying the fact that she does not consider him as worthy enough 




to be called by his own name which is by definition, the “legendary king of Corinth” in 
classical mythology. 

In line one, Mrs Sisyphus comments on the boulder “that is nearer the size of a kirk” and 
calls it a “stone”. The stone symbolises the magnitude and importance of what Mrs Sisyphus 
feels about Mr Sisyphus’ work. Mrs Sisyphus belittles his determination and effort for his 
work by calling the boulder Mr Sisyphus pushes everyday a “stone”. Duffy does this to 
underline Sisyphus’ lack of intelligence and the incredible amount of ignorance Sisyphus 
displays in his obsession for work. 

Though the expectations for women at the time was stereotypical, e.g women were 
supposed to respect their husbands and always be a source of pleasure for them, Duffy’s 
poems contradict these societal expectations and Mrs Sisyphus is an example of such 
contradictions. In the first stanza we come across rhyming words such as “kirk, irk, dirk, 
jerk and berk”. These introduce the consonance of repeated “k” sounds, creating a comic and 
humoristic effect. The “k” sounds could also have connotations of aggression and anger. 
Duffy creates this humoristic tone to mock and belittle Sisyphus. His endless addiction to 
his work has not only angered his wife but also has downgraded him from his wife’s 
perspective. Duffy also uses other insulting colloquial words such as “bollocks”,“feckin” and 
“dork” to further enhance the humoristic but mocking tone of the second stanza. The final 
four lines of this stanza with its repeated “musn’t shirk” forms a sort of climax that finishes 
off this humoristic tone and prepares to transition into a much more hurtful and grieving 
tone. The effect of this section is satirical, conveying the scorn of a woman driven by anger 
and hurt to mock her husband. This repetition could also convey Sisyphus’ commitment and 
preoccupation to his work, since he is trying to emphasize it by repeating the same line. In 
addition to this, the repeated lines depict Mrs Sisyphus’ monotonous life that is created by 
Sisyphus’ continuous obsession for work that never seems to reach an end. 


In this poem, Sisyphus is also presented as someone who does not create time for his wife 
and deprives her from his love and affection. The last stanza conveys’ Mrs Sisyphus’ 
loneliness and isolation. In comparison to other stanzas in the poem; the last stanza conveys 



a sudden transition of tone; “but I lie alone in the dark” illustrates grief and hurt rather than 
anger that is seen quite explicitly in stanza one. Duffy makes references to the Biblical “ 
“Noah” and the idea that Mrs Noah felt abandoned and neglected while the “Ark” was being 
built. She compares this ideology with “Mrs Sisyphus” in order to enhance the idea that 
married women are often neglected as their spouses choose their work over the happiness 
and contentment of their wives. Interestingly lines 21 and 23 focus on how much Sisyphus 
has passion for his work whereas in lines 24-29 focus on how much Mrs Sisyphus feels lonely 
due to Sisyphus’ indifferent behaviour towards her. By having Sisyphus and Mrs Sisyphus 
contrast in opinion at the subject of Sisyphus’ work, the poem emphasizes how much 
Sisyphus is unconcerned about his wife and how much Mrs Sisyphus is irritated by is 
excessive assiduity through the means of this juxtaposition. 

This poem ends with Mr Sisyphus and his hopeless task. It is ironic that it ends with the last 
syllable ending in k - the most significant one of all and the cause of their marital failure - 
“work”. “He gives hundred percent and more to his work”. The numerical value “one 
hundred” has connotations of perfection, complete and entirety, implying that Sisyphus 
does not have a single moment to spare for his wife’s happiness in his obsession for work. 
The last line illuminates the sad reality of women like Mrs Sisyphus and the complete 
foolishness of Sisyphus who is unable to live by his name. Duffy underlines how he lacks the 
intelligence to be able to realise that his work has no gain nor reward in return but only pain 
and damage to his relationship with Mrs Sisyphus. “My smile to a twisted smirk”, this 
juxtaposition implicitly conveys the immense damage Sisyphus’ himself and his work has 
caused to his and Mrs Sisyphus’ marital relationship. Mrs Sisyphus’ “smile” explicitly 
conveys how she was happy in the past however her “ twisted smirk” conveys the current 
state of their relationship - damaged and broken. Mrs Sisyphus clearly reveals her feelings 
that include vexation and incredible loneliness through this juxtaposition. 

In conclusion, Mrs Sisyphus showcases how a wife is often subjected to isolation and 
abandonment in the process of her husband's obsession for work. This poem clearly 
underlines how Sisyphus is someone who is unintelligent and lacks love and time for his 
wife and is a victim to his own obsession for work that can never provide any gain nor 
benefits in exchange for the struggle he puts in. 





